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ABSTRACT

This Capstone Experience/Thesis is an in-depth reporting project on Hispanic immigration in
Bowling Green, Kentucky. With a journalistic approach, this project identifies key issues in the
immigrant community, including issues concerning illegal immigrants. The purpose of this
project is to identify and document the stories of these immigrants. Because some sources
interviewed were illegal, anonymity was upheld throughout the project. This CE/T also analyzes
the use of anonymous sources in journalism. Specifically, this project analyzes the balance of the
field of journalism’s requirement to inform its public and the requirement to not harm any
source.
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DEDICATION

When I began interviews for my senior thesis I was nervous to document the Hispanic
immigrants of Bowling Green, Ky. How was a 22-year-old white female supposed to report in
“Little Mexico,” a community almost entirely made up of Latinos?
But then I met Margarita, an illegal immigrant from Mexico.
She let me into her home like a long-time friend. We sat on her couch and she told me
how her daughter had been raped in a room just five feet from where we were sitting. She told
me how she then lost custody of her daughter and how she cries each day not knowing how she
is doing.
I would like to dedicate my Capstone Experience/Thesis to Margarita and the rest of the
Latinos that told me their stories. Gracias con toda sinceridad.
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REPORTING ON ILLEGAL IMMIGRANTS: AN ANALYSIS OF ANONYMOUS
SOURCES
Introduction
During the past decade, coverage of illegal immigration became more noticeable in both
print and broadcast news. This makes sense. An estimated 8.3 million illegal immigrants
currently live in the United States.1 A Pew Hispanic study also states that unauthorized
immigrants comprise 4 percent of the U.S. population, 5.4 percent of the American workforce
and make up nearly 7 percent of children in U.S. elementary and secondary schools.2 But as
these interrelated numbers continue to grow, journalists face new challenges in coverage of the
issue, including the use of anonymous sources.
Reporting on immigration often involves interviewing individuals who entered the
Unites States illegally. For obvious reasons, they do not want U.S. authorities such as the police
or Immigration and Customs Enforcement to know their identity or immigration status. But
does this mean immigrants remain off limits to journalists? It is possible for immigrants to agree
to interviews but ask for anonymity. Journalists take great risks by using interviews with
anonymous sources. The practice of granting anonymity for sources comes with many issues,
including First Amendment rights, public perception and ethical considerations.

First Amendment
As outlined in the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, Congress shall make no
law abridging the freedom of speech or of the press. Journalists and others have fought to
protect this right since passage of the Bill of Rights.
1

Passel, Jeffrey S., and D'Vera Cohn. "A Portrait of Undocumented Immigrants in the United States." A Portrait of
Unauthorized Immigrants in the United States. 14 Apr. 09. Pew Hispanic Center. 13 May 2009
<http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=107>.
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The John Peter Zenger case in the 1730s is the most prominent example of licensing in
the American colonies. Zenger, who published the New York Weekly Journal, was jailed after
printing attacks on Governor William Cosby. Cosby thought by shutting down the paper he
could silence his critics. Under 18th-century British law, what Zenger published was seditious
and he could without a doubt be jailed. But at trial, his attorney, Andrew Hamilton, convinced
the jury that no one should be punished for publishing criticism of the government. Though this
decision did not set the precedent that journalists cannot be licensed, it was revisited when the
Constitutional founders set out to write the Bill of Rights. Because they recognized licensing
under British control, the founders included the First Amendment.3
Historically, there have always been times of government oppression. But these usually
coincide with moments of unrest, such as economic crises, war or threats to national security. In
contemporary times, the U.S. Supreme Court has consistently ruled in favor of the First
Amendment, the freedom of speech and of the press and consistently ruled against
governmental licensing of journalists.
In 1931, the decision of Near v. Minnesota furthered this idea of freedom of expression.
The Minnesota Supreme Court upheld a district court’s decision that Jay M. Near and Howard
Guilford were guilty of a public nuisance after printing defaming articles about Minneapolis
public officials and that their paper, the Saturday Press, should be shut down. When the case
reached the Supreme Court, the decision was reversed with a 5-4 ruling, saying the lower courts
actions were examples of censorship.4
In 1938, the Supreme Court ruled in Lovell v. City of Griffin that the city could not
prevent Alma Lovell from distributing religious material door to door. The Supreme Court
reversed a 1940 decision in Thornhill v. Alabama made by a lower court that prevented Byron
3

Pember, Don R., and Clay Calvert. Mass Media Law. 2009-2010 ed. Boston: McGraw-Hill Higher Education,
2008.
4
Ibid
2

Thornhill from labor picketing. Austin v. Keefe, in 1971, reinforced previous decisions when
the Supreme Court dissolved an injunction prohibiting an Austin community organization from
printing pamphlets warning citizens of real estate schemes. And again in 1971 the Supreme
Court ruled 6-3 to allow the New York Times and Washington Post to publish the Pentagon
Papers, volumes of top-secret government studies. The U.S. government unsuccessfully tried to
prevent the two newspapers from running with documents.5
Just one year after the famous Pentagon Papers, the Supreme Court ruled on Brazburg v.
Hayes establishing a constitutional protection of news sources. This ruling consolidated three
similar cases. The first involved Paul Branzburg, a reporter for the Louisville Courier-Journal
who was called to testify in court after writing stories on drugs and drug dealers in Kentucky.
The second involves Paul Pappas who was called to testify after filming in the headquarters of
the Black Panthers. The last involves Earl Caldwell who also gained access to the Black
Panthers. In a narrow vote, the Supreme Court ruled that journalists had the right to shield their
sources. They ruled that this right was not absolute, rather required a balance of freedom of the
press and “the obligation of all citizens to give relevant testimony.”6
Since then journalists have gone to great lengths to protect this freedom, especially with
regard to protecting their sources from identification. In 2004 Judith Miller, a reporter for the
New York Times, spent 85 days in jail for refusing to reveal her confidential source to a federal
grand jury investigating the leak of Central Intelligence Agency Valerie Plame's identity.
Miller’s jailing made headlines across the U.S. and renewed the debate over whether the First

5

Pember, Don R., and Clay Calvert. Mass Media Law. 2009-2010 ed. Boston: McGraw-Hill Higher Education,
2008.
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Amendment provides reporters sufficient protection from government inquiry into their
methods of newsgathering.7
The American Society of News Editors, or ASNE, reports on its Web site that since
2001 five journalists have served time in jail for refusing to reveal their confidential sources in
federal court. Two reporters were sentenced to 18 months in prison and one reporter faced up to
$5,000 a day in fines. ASNE also cites a 2006 study showing that “67 federal subpoenas sought
confidential material from reporters, with 41 of those subpoenas seeking the name of a
confidential source.”8
Two weeks after Miller’s jailing, journalists asked the Senate Judiciary Committee to
back federal legislation to protect reporters from being forced to disclose anonymous sources.
Time Inc.'s editor in chief said, “the lack of a federal shield law has led to ‘chaos.’”9 Thirty-six
states have statutes protecting reporters from naming sources, but advocates pushed for a federal
shield law. Though The Free Flow of Information Act passed with a vote of 398 to 21 in the
House of Representatives, it failed to pass the Senate.10 It was reintroduced in early 2009.
Sen. Arlen Specter, D-Pa., one of the senators who reintroduced the bill, said:
“This legislation is very important to maintain the flow of information to the American
people from the newspapers, radio and television stations. It is necessary because we have seen
in recent times a flurry of subpoenas being issued to reporters to disclose their confidential
sources, and a reporter’s source of information really depends upon their being able to fulfill a
commitment of confidentiality.”11

7

Thompson, Sara. "THE D.C. CIRCUIT REVIEW JULY 2004-JULY 2005." June 2006. LexisNexis. WKU
Library, Bowling Green. 13 May 2009. Keyword: Judith Miller First Amendment.
8
"FFIA Background." Free Flow of Information Act. 25 Mar. 2009. The American Society of News Editors. 13
May 2009 <http://www.asne.org/index.cfm?ID=7315>.
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<http://www.andersonfreepress.net/tags/free-flow-information-act-2009>.
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The Web site of Sen. Chris Dodd, D-Conn., states: “The bill would set national
standards that must be met before a federal entity may issue a subpoena to a member of the
news media in any federal criminal or civil case.”
This means that litigants or prosecutors must show they have exhausted all other means
to get this information.12
The bill is currently in committee and awaits approval by the House of Representatives,
the Senate and then signature by the president.

Public Perception
The role of journalism and journalists is a much-debated topic. Once considered
American heroes, journalists now are often portrayed as untrustworthy, cutthroat individuals
who will stop at nothing to get a story. Gene Goodwin and Ron F. Smith in, “Groping for Ethics
in Journalism,” claim that journalists once were portrayed as “fun-loving, blue-collar, salt-ofthe-earth types, but today the image has changed. The wise-cracking of earlier reporters has
become arrogance, and reporters who had been shown as the working-class enemies of
pretension are now seen as pretentious themselves.”13 These authors even cited a poll published
by the Los Angeles Times that found less than one-fourth of the public believed journalists were
ethical.
Goodwin and Smith discuss how editors have grown wary of the use of anonymous
sources. They claim editors worry that readers will not trust stories with unnamed sources,
citing a study where “pollsters asked the readers directly if they approved of the use of
anonymous sources, more than half said no.”14 This reasoning is more than likely why the New

12

"Lugar, Dodd introduce Free Flow of Information Act." Chris Dodd United States Senator for Connecticutt. 2
May 2007. 13 May 2009 <http://dodd.senate.gov/?q=node/3862>.
13
Goodwin, H. Eugene. Groping for ethics in journalism. Ames: Iowa State UP, 1994.
14
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York Times published an article in 2005 that said the use of anonymous sources by U.S.
newspapers had significantly decreased:
“In a detailed study of hundreds of articles from 16 newspapers of varying size across
the country, just 7 percent of them in 2004 used anonymous sources, according to the
Project for Excellence in Journalism, a research group. In 2003, the project found that 29
percent of all newspaper articles contained at least one anonymous source. The report
found that the bigger the newspaper, the more likely it was to rely on anonymous
sources. Big papers used such sources in 12 percent of their articles in 2004, while small
papers used them in 3 percent.”15
A similar 2005 Poynter Institute for Media Studies study stated “a recent survey of 419 media
outlets found that most allow reporters to protect a source's identity in at least some cases. But
nearly one-quarter of editors said they've banned the practice entirely.”16
Even small-circulation papers address the use of anonymous sources.
The Bowling Green Daily News uses an overall policy to not use anonymous sources.
Mike Alexieff, managing editor, said there could be a good reason to use anonymous sources
but he has not yet found it in his eight years at the Daily News. He also said that Daily News
reporters do not check a source’s identification so they more or less take the word of their
sources.17 The Louisville Courier-Journal has a similar policy, but it even goes so far to avoid
wire stories that use anonymous sources. First Amendment editor Jean Porter said, “It’s a
credibility issue.”18
Porter said the use of an anonymous source requires the approval of the executive editor.
For illegal immigrants, Porter said the same principles apply. The Courier-Journal would not
run a story without naming sources.19

15

Seelye, Katherine Q. "Fewer Sources Go Nameless in the Press, Survey Shows." The New York Times 14 Mar.
2005. 13 May 2009 <www.nytimes.com>.
16
Pitts, Ryan. "Readers: Anonymous Sources Affect Media Credibility." Poynter Online. 17 June 2005. Poynter
Institute for Media Studies. 13 May 2009 <www.poynter.org>.
17
Alexieff, Mike. "Daily News." Telephone interview. 15 Apr. 2009.
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Porter, Jean. "Courier-Journal." Telephone interview. 15 Apr. 2009.
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Porter, Jean. "Courier-Journal." Telephone interview. 15 Apr. 2009.
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Western Kentucky University Professor Mac McKerral, who worked as a correspondent
for People magazine, said that the magazine requires reporters to verify the identity of all
sources through a driver’s license or some other official means of identification.20
There is no doubt that unethical reporting in recent years caused such strict rules on the
use of anonymous sources.
In 2003, Jayson Blair, a reporter for the New York Times, admitted that he made up
quotes, stole quotes from other reporter’s work and invented details in more than 35 articles.
The New York Times said Blair created an “embarrassment of plagiarism and fiction.”21
Before Blair, Stephen Glass, a writer for The New Republic, falsified his share of
articles. In an interview with 60 Minutes, Glass admitted to creating sources, organizations,
websites and even entire articles. He used fake notes, voicemails and faxes to sell his creations
to his editors.22 In 1981, The Washington Post was forced to return a Pulitzer Prize after
reporter Janet Cooke invented a story about an 8-year-old heroin addict named Jimmy.
And after Blair, Jack Kelley with USA Today came forward and admitted he fabricated
a source in a 1999 article. “Kelley reported that he had examined a Yugoslavian army notebook
containing ‘a direct order to a lieutenant to 'cleanse' the village of Cusk’ in Kosovo. Kelley
wrote that ‘U.N. war crimes investigators’ had described the notebook as ‘the strongest and
most direct evidence linking the government of Yugoslav President Slobodan Milosevic to
'ethnic cleansing' in Kosovo.’”23 Kelly even had a friend call his editor, claiming to be the
translator that helped him read the notebook. Kelly later admitted the translator and notebook
did not exist.
20

McKerral, Mac. "McKerral." Personal interview. 01 May 2009.
Couric, Katie. "A question of trust." MSNBC. 17 Mar. 2004. NBC. 13 May 2009
<http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/4457860/>.
22
Kroft, Steve. "Stephen Glass: I Lied For Esteem." 60 Minutes. 17 Aug. 2003. CBS. 13 May 2009
<www.cbsnews.com>.
23
Grindlay, Sean. "USA Today Reporter Resigns Amid Allegations of Fabrication, Plagiarism." Accuracy in
Media. 16 Jan. 2004. Accuracy in Media. 13 May 2009 <www.aim.org>.
21
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After the Blair incident, a Gallup Poll found in 2003 “that 62 percent of Americans
believed news organizations are often inaccurate in their reporting. Just 36 percent believe
media outlets ‘get the facts straight.’”24 This was a significant change since Gallup last asked
this question in 1985 when Americans felt 55 percent of Americans felt new reports were
accurate and only 34 percent felt reporters were inaccurate. In a 2006 Gallup Poll of the most
trustworthy professions, journalists ranked closer to lawyers and governors with scores in the
teens and 20s rather than doctors and nurses with scores in the 70s and 80s. Of the 101 people
questioned in this Gallup poll, 73 people said journalists were average or below average in
regards to their honesty and ethical.25

Ethics Codes
So, do journalists have an ethics code? Do they have professional standards or a measure
of them?
Medical doctors, lawyers, accountants, nurses, beauticians and plumbers must pass tests
or licensing standards set by a governing board. The fact these professionals meet these
requirements gives them credibility and allows others to trust them.
Italian journalists must pass a rigorous exam to become licensed, which includes writing
a story, and passing a written and oral exam.
Do U.S. journalists have anything similar?
Journalism in the United States is not a governmentally sanctioned. As outlined in the
First Amendment, Americans have a freedom of speech and of the press. Because of this
amendment, journalists cannot be licensed.

24

Gillespie, Mark. "Public Remains Skeptical of News Media." Gallup. 30 May 2003. Gallup. 13 May 2009
<www.gallup.com>.
25
Saad, Lydia. "Nurses Top List of Most Honest and Ethical Professions." Gallup. 14 Dec. 2006. Gallup. 13 May
2009 <www.gallup.com>.
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But U.S. journalists do have codes of ethics.
The professional journalism organization Sigma Delta Chi was created in 1912 and later
renamed the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) in 1987. This group has a code of ethics
but according to its Web site:
“The SPJ Code of Ethics is voluntarily embraced by thousands of journalists, regardless
of place or platform, and is widely used in newsrooms and classrooms as a guide for
ethical behavior. The code is intended not as a set of "rules" but as a resource for ethical
decision-making. It is not — nor can it be under the First Amendment — legally
enforceable.”26
These guidelines, which include four main principles— seek truth and report it, minimize harm,
act independently and be accountable— are identified as “resources” in order to avoid
governmental intervention. Doctors must have licenses. The licenses might be taken away if a
doctor were to break his/her code of ethics. If licensing were applied to journalism, its function
as a watchdog would be marginalized. Licensing is something journalists have been fighting for
centuries.
Journalists must then act on best judgment, using the SPJ Code of Ethics as a guide.
With regard to use of anonymous sources, the SPJ code states:
“Identify sources whenever feasible. The public is entitled to as much information as
possible on sources’ reliability. Always question sources’ motives before promising
anonymity. Clarify conditions attached to any promise made in exchange for
information. Keep promises.”27
Here the code cautions journalists against anonymous sources who may give inaccurate or selfserving information if promised anonymity. But some journalists say granting anonymity leads
to lazy reporting, journalists unwilling to find sources willing to speak on the record. Some
worry about the likelihood that reporters could fabricate information and pass off as fact a
statement from an anonymous source.
26
27

"Code of Ethics." Code of Ethics. Society of Professional Journalists. 13 May 2009 <spj.org>.
Ibid
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But as journalists say, there are two sides — or more — to a story.
Some journalists argue that anonymous sources provide a necessary tool. These
reporters believe that without promising anonymity there is no other way to tell the story. These
journalists cite the famous series of Watergate stories by Washington Post reporters Robert
Woodward and Carl Bernstein. The two reporters used information from an anonymous source
they called “Deep Throat” to break the story of the Watergate scandal that eventually led to the
resignation of President Richard M. Nixon.
But as the SPJ clearly states, its code is embraced not enforced.
What about other codes? The Associated Press, or AP, dedicates a large section of its
news values to anonymous sources. Its code requires reporters to get approval from their editors
before using anonymous sources. The reporter must run his or her byline and must explain
within the story why the source requested anonymity.28
Under AP's rules, material from anonymous sources may be used only if:
“The material is information and not opinion or speculation, and is vital to the news
report. The information is not available except under the conditions of anonymity
imposed by the source. The source is reliable, and in a position to have accurate
information.”29
National Public Radio, or NPR, states in its code of ethics that it is up to the editor to
allow the use of anonymous sources. Its code states that the editor must first determine whether
anonymity should be granted and whether the person speaking anonymously is trustworthy. The
NPR code of ethics also states that pseudonyms should not be used.30
What about blogs?

28

"The Associated Press Statement of News Values." 1 Dec. 2005. The American Society of News Editors. 13 May
2009 <www.asne.org>.
29
Ibid
30
"NPR News Code of Ethics and Practices." 2009. National Public Radio. 13 May 2009 <www.npr.org>.
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McKerral said no one has truly defined a journalist, and that predictably, part of the
problem with the crafting a federal shield law has been defining who a journalist is. McKerral
said longstanding opposition to a federal shield law among journalists has been that it would
require defining “journalist,” and many journalists think that is a big step toward licensing.31
Some say a journalist is anyone who dispenses news. Cyberjournalist.net admits that
not all bloggers are journalists, so the only ethical standard they should follow is the law. But its
Web site states that because some bloggers are journalists they have created a bloggers code of
ethics. Its code covers minimizing harm and taking into account inexperienced sources, but it
does not specifically state anything about anonymous sources.
Regardless, all journalism codes take a Socratic approach. Rather than formatting codes
in a “Ten Commandments” style — “Thou shall not use anonymous sources.” — the codes say
identify sources whenever possible. This allows the journalist to make an informed, ethical
decision depending on the situation. If a Socratic approach were not taken, journalism would be
black and white. But journalists cover a lot of gray areas, such as illegal immigration, and a
Socratic code allows leniency when warranted.

Case Studies
This paper focuses on two cases of reporters naming illegal immigrants and the
repercussions of their decisions.
Ginnie Graham, a reporter for the Tulsa World, wrote a story about a Tulsa tax service
for legal and illegal immigrants in 2005. In her story, Graham featured Gloria Rubio, an illegal
immigrant. Rubio, the mother of three children, and her husband were upstanding citizens of

31

McKerral, Mac. "McKerral." Personal interview. 01 May 2009.
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Tulsa, Oklahoma. They were both active in their children’s parenting organizations, volunteered
at church and at a drug awareness program. Both paid their taxes and even spoke to groups of
illegal immigrants about the importance of paying taxes. One month after the article ran, U.S.
Immigration and Customs Enforcement, previously called Immigration and Naturalization
Service, arrested Rubio and began deportation proceedings.32
In 1998, the Raleigh, North Carolina News & Observer published an article written by
Gigi Anders called “Heart without at home.” The article ran on two full pages and detailed the
life of Julio Granados, an illegal immigrant from Mexico. Anders wrote a profile on Granados’
life in the U.S.— his home, his job, his friends, his religion and the memories he left in Mexico.
Two weeks after the story ran the News & Observer discovered that Immigration and
Naturalization Service arrested Granados and five of his co-workers. Agents of the Charlotte
office were sent copies of the article and chose to begin deportation proceedings. INS claimed
they arrested Granados and his co-workers because of the details Granados gave in his interview
about his smuggling across the border. INS agent Scott Sherill said, “It implies in there that he
eluded arrest by the Border patrol by running after he was smuggled across the border. That
makes it a little more of a serious violation.”33
Anders told the American Journalism Review that she informed Granados that his full
name and photo would run in the paper and when he asked if he might be deported because of
the publication she answered “yes.” According to Anders he agreed, despite the risks.
Regardless, the citizens of Raleigh were outraged, especially the Hispanic community. The
paper was flooded with letters to the editor. They claimed the reporter and the paper were
irresponsible and directly caused the arrest. One concerned citizen even suggested the story
32

Hood, Lucy. "Naming Names." Naming Names. April & may 2006. American Journalism Review. 13 May 2009
<www.ajr.org>.
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“could have been written equally forcefully without showing Granados’ face or revealing his
name and place of employment.”34
The suggestion by this reader directly contradicts surveys published by the New York
Times and Poynter Institute that claimed readers preferred full disclosure of source identities.
Regardless of this contradiction, the repercussions Granados and Rubio faced are a growing
concern for journalists who report on illegal immigration.

Conclusion
Today’s journalism is evolving into an entirely new role. The Free Flow of Information
Act will include the first federal shield law, which could prevent courts from forcing journalists
to name secret sources. Fewer journalists reach their audience from the inky pages of
newspaper, but instead inform their readers from computer screens across the country.
Sometimes those readers find their news from outlets other than news organizations, such as
blogs. American audiences read more about subjects such as illegal immigration, which
constantly require journalists to re-evaluate their ethical approaches to their work. And
journalists who failed to choose ethical approaches have tarnished journalism, causing the use
of anonymous sources to become questionable by both editors and audiences.
But with this journalistic revolution, journalists have learned balance, specifically in
regards to using anonymous sources. They have learned that if a journalist reports all truths
regardless of consequence, harm will come to someone involved. But at the other end of the
spectrum, a journalist cannot concern himself or herself with minimizing harm completely or
truths will go unreported. For this reason, codes have been created. These codes, however, are
Socratic in their approach and allow journalists the freedom to form their own ethical decisions.

34
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One thing that remains steadfast amidst all of this change is the foundation on which
journalism was built— the First Amendment. Nothing can change the freedoms of speech and
press or the determined journalists that uphold those freedoms with each story and interview.

14
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PERSONAL ESSAY
In writing my Capstone Experience I knew I wanted to combine three things: my two
majors in News/Editorial Journalism and Spanish, and my love of other cultures. Somehow
these three passions melted into Los Inmigrantes: In-Depth Reporting and Anonymous Source
Analysis.
I recently read “Bluegrass: A True Story of Murder in Kentucky” by William Van
Meter, a Western Kentucky University alum. In this book, he chronicles the rape and murder of
WKU student Katie Autry. In Chapter 3, Van Meter describes the growing international climate
of Bowling Green. He notes that Bowling Green, a population of approximately 54,000 people
and home to so many college students, was ranked No. 14 in Forbes’ “Best Small Places for
Business” and was chosen one of the “50 Best Place to Live and Play” in National Geographic.
Van Meter wrote:
“For generations, Bowling Green was a town of black and white. The occasional
minorities moved in, but they hardly registered a blip in the census. This changed in the
1990s when Bowling Green became a major hub for immigrants. Work was plentiful,
Western’s international draw was increasing, and the fledging Refugee Center (now
called the International Center) eagerly sought new settlers. The town now had a Little
Mexico, complete with churches, markets, and ramshackle bodegas and nightclubs. A
wide array of languages could be heard in the aisles of supermarkets and pharmacies;
just a few years before, the sound of a foreign tongue would have turned heads and
elicited stares…Large families of immigrants could now be seen walking across busy
highways, a caravan in native dress carrying Wal-Mart shopping bags as speeding
pickups zoomed past.”35
This description gave me the idea of working with our local immigrant population, something I
didn’t know at the time would be so rewarding.
I began brainstorming and wanted to chronicle the life of one illegal immigrant. Through
that person, I wanted to identify the struggles faced by immigrants without legal documentation.
I began field research with the help of Elio Pajares, a classmate and fellow journalist. Elio is
35

Meter, William Van. Bluegrass A True Story of Murder and Family in Small-Town Kentucky. New York: Free
P, 2030.
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majoring in photojournalism and contributed all images for this project. He also is a native of
Peru and aided in translation. Although I have majored in Spanish and even studied abroad in
Madrid, Spain, for one semester, I very much needed the help with translation.
I soon discovered that this story was much larger than one immigrant. Instead of a single
focus, I began to follow several immigrants, deciding each could highlight one struggle of
illegal immigration. And this is where my Capstone Experience took shape.
In order to format my project, I chose to use a several writing approaches. Because these
stories encompass complex of issues, often-illegal immigration status, I thought it was best to
organize my interviews into different types of stories. This allowed me to explore different
methods of writing. In my four years as a journalism student at WKU, I have always preferred
depth writing rather than deadline writing. This difference between the two is the time available
to write the story. For my thesis I had an ample amount of time to dedicate to these stories.
This Capstone Experience follows the lives of immigrants without legal documentation
to be in the United States and reports on their day-to-day struggles as a result of their illegal
status. It is important to note that these sources are identified with only a first name and even
more important to discuss the reasoning behind this decision.
I did not want to harm my sources in any way through my reporting. I simply wanted to
tell their stories. Because of research I conducted on the reporting of illegal immigrants, I knew
that printing full names put my sources at risk.
The main objective in this project was to balance the need to seek truth and report it, and
to minimize harm. If a journalist reports all truths regardless of consequence, harm will come to
someone involved. But at the other end of the spectrum, journalists cannot concern themselves
with avoiding harm completely or truths go unreported. It was important to find a balance
between the two for this Capstone Experience.
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However, the names of sources in this Capstone Experience were not granted anonymity
because of any request by the source. In fact, all immigrants, either legal or illegal, were asked
about the use of their full name and most gave full approval. I chose to only use first names. As
previously noted, journalists and editors make the decisions on ethical issues. For this project, I
considered the following tenets of the Society of Professional Journalists’ Code of Ethics:
1. Tell the story of the diversity and magnitude of the human experience boldly, even
when it is unpopular to do so.
2. Give voice to the voiceless; official and unofficial sources of information can be
equally valid.
3. Recognize that gathering and reporting information may cause harm or discomfort.
Pursuit of the news is not a license for arrogance.
4. Show compassion for those who may be affected adversely by news coverage. Use
special sensitivity when dealing with children and inexperienced sources or subjects.
For this project, it was important to share the stories of immigrants that are often overlooked but
just as important to ensure they were not harmed by publishing their full name in connection to
their illegal status in this country.
These sources are referred to by first name only and no reference is made to their
address. However, journalists must verify information that sources provide in order to report the
“truth.”
I spent significant time collecting public records from the Warren County Justice Center
and the Bowling Green Police Department. Some documents used for this project are included
in appendices but last names have been redacted.
My not only taught me so much about immigration and the topics I have covered, but
also, my reporting has forced me to address my own ethics as a journalist. I am better prepared
to enter my field of work because of the work done in this Capstone Experience/Thesis.
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AN ILLEGAL IMMIGRANT’S JOURNEY
Nearly five years ago, a handful of El Salvadorian men began a perilous 1,600-mile
journey on foot. They left behind their families and culture in search of better work and more
money in the land of opportunity.
The journey took 24 days. One of the men, Alex, then 25, was trained in tile and
ceramics and hoped to join a friend at a factory job in Bowling Green.
With only the clothes on their backs, a wad of cash in their pockets and one bottle of
water to share, Alex and his amigos crossed Guatemala and Mexico. Along the way, they
sought churches or shelters—anything to get off the street. When times were tough, they paid
smugglers, or “coyotes,” for a bed. These smugglers deal in humans, not drugs.
Weeks into the journey, Alex and his friends finally reached the Mexican-American
border, the most dangerous terrain they crossed. With the increased border patrol after Sept. 11,
2001, crossing the “frontera” means risking jail or even life.
“Only two of us made it,” Alex said in broken English.
Even though three of his closest friends were arrested, Alex pressed on. He spent seven
days in the desert, choosing a little-traveled path into the U.S.
“It was scary,” he said. “There are many animals—coyote, snakes, flies, mosquitoes.
And is cold in the night.”
Alex, now 31, is one of the lucky ones. He made the journey for $2,500. The $4,000 his
brother-in-law paid or the $7,000 he said it costs now makes his payment sound like a bargain.
But more important, Alex survived.
Around the same time in 2003, Guillermo Cabrera and his brother made a similar
journey from Veracruz, Mexico. The two brothers and nearly 100 others came across the border
in a freight trailer, Peter Laufer writes in his book, “Wetback Nation.” Nineteen died of heat
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stroke and dehydration, including Cabrera’s brother, in what is known as the most deadly case
of human smuggling in American history. Because of his trauma, Cabrera was granted legal
papers in order to stay in the U.S. He now lives just a few miles outside of Bowling Green.
A Pew Hispanic Center study estimates there are 8.3 million illegal immigrants in the
United States. The study said 76 percent of these immigrants are Hispanic.
Alex faces daily challenges as an illegal immigrant in his new life. He cannot obtain a
driver’s license, making each day he drives a risk for arrest. No driver’s license means no bank
account. Alex pays friends a few bucks to cash his paychecks.
Finding a place to live also proved difficult for Alex. Many landlords do not want to rent
to immigrants for fear that they cannot pay rent. If they can find rental property, they will live
there without utilities. Turning on gas, electricity or water requires a driver’s license. Alex’s
landlord lists utilities in his name and tacks the extra charges onto Alex’s each monthly rent.
Recently, Alex realized the importance of medical insurance, a luxury his illegal status
does not allow.
Alex’s wife, who recently joined her husband in Bowling Green, cut off a finger in an
accident at the factory where she works. She went to Louisville, Ky., for an emergency reattachment. Workman’s compensation paid for the surgery, but Alex wonders what might
happen when a non-work related injury occurs. He said a friend required an emergency
tonsillectomy last year. The surgery lasted 75 minutes and cost his friend $2,500. Without
medical insurance, this friend was not allowed to stay for recuperation.
But the risks are worth it to Alex.
In the U.S., he makes $8 an hour— a substantial raise from the $5 a day he made in El
Salvador.
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Dr. David Coffey, director of Educational Enhancement Programs at Western Kentucky
University, serves as an advocate for undocumented immigrants and has made it a goal to help
mend relationships between undocumented workers and Americans who hire them. He also
rents to immigrants and pays some, like Alex, for odd jobs around the house.
“My attitude towards human beings is they’re all equal,” he said.
According to the Pew Hispanic Center study, illegal immigrants make more than 5
percent of the national workforce. Coffey said without their presence in the labor force Bowling
Green and other factory towns would shut down. But towns need not worry— undocumented
immigrants are not going anywhere. Because of heightened border patrols, “we are forcing them
to stay here,” Coffey said. “They would love to go home and see their families, see their wives
and children, their parents.”
But they fear the consequences.
Coffey said crossing the border illegally is not the only way for immigrants to get to the
U.S. Though the process is more difficult, immigrants have the option of applying for legal
documents that would allow them to travel to the United States and work for a limited time.
After the contract ends, they could return home for a few months and then re-apply for another
work visa.
The only problem is money, Coffey said. In order to get a work visa for the U.S., they
must prove they have $15,000 in the bank, he said.
“If they could do that, then they wouldn’t need to come here.”
Even if immigrants did here legally with a work visa to work in agriculture, Coffey said,
not all farmers are willing to pay almost $15,000 to legally hire them.
“It’s so much easier to go downtown and grab some guys off the corner,” Coffey said.
“They will work for one-tenth of the cost.”
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Alex is weary of these “robos,” or robbers, who often promise good wages, food and
shelter but don’t provide it once the work is done.
Despite the risks, he said, he will remain in the U.S. illegally for one reason— money.
“I send $400 home a month for school, clothing, food,” Alex said. His parents and 10year-old son still live in El Salvador and depend on Alex’s wages. “My money is for them, not
for me.”
Immigrations and Customs Enforcement, or ICE, removed 356,739 illegal immigrants
from the United States in 2008.
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A FARMER’S PLIGHT
Each Sunday the smell of a country breakfast greets the Elliott children as they enter
their parents’ farmhouse in east Daviess County. The three children and their spouses, four
grandchildren and two dogs gather around the table. Joe and Mary Sue Elliott, both 68, bring
heaping piles of scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage and pancakes to their $40 thrift store table. For
the next couple of hours the family will sit in 12 mismatched chairs and talk about the past
week.
Just a stone’s throw away, on the other side of the farm, another family of 12 enjoys a
relaxing Sunday. They too sit in 12 mismatched chairs, eating breakfast around an identical $40
thrift store table. The main difference: this family is Mexican.
Joe Elliott, like many other farmers in the county, has hired the 12 from Mexico to help
harvest his crops.
Elliott has farmed his whole life. In fact, he quit school in the sixth grade to begin fulltime work on his family’s farm.
“Work came before school back then, but I wouldn’t change it at all,” he said.
He has seen a gradual change in the business over the last few years. Hard workers are
becoming more difficult to find. “Whities,” as Elliott calls them, do not work as hard as his
migrant workers over the last 14 years.
“They will work 10 hours days, seven days a week if I let them.”
Every January, Elliott files an H-2A application with the U.S. Citizenship and
Immigration Services. After paying nearly $3,000 for 12 men, Elliot places an ad in his local
newspaper for two weeks. This proves that there is no local, American demand for the work.
This 2x3 inch add costs Elliott almost $500. After USCIS finds the number of men requested,
these workers must meet with a recruiter who conducts a background check. If they pass this
24

step, they will then get on a bus to the United States at the expense of the employer— more than
$200 each.
Once the group of men arrives in Kentucky, the government requires Elliott to provide
free housing, meals or access to cooking, and to pay them a state-determined wage. Kentucky
requires $9.13 per hour. H-2A is an employer-tied program, meaning the workers cannot leave.
If one were to do anything against H-2A or state law, the worker would be immediately
deported and placed on a 10-year waiting list to return.
Although Elliott finds it difficult to match the profits from his farm to the expenses of
his seasonal workers, he says he will continue to hire them.
“Our society is less hardworking,” Elliott says. “We stop working at 4:00 every Friday.
We all got spoiled.”
Just Another Saturday
Every Saturday morning Joe Elliott sits outside of the Owensboro St. Vincent De Paul
Thrift Store drinking his coffee, always black, and reading the paper. The window of his white
15-passenger van is rolled down and his arm, weathered by sun and hard work, hangs over the
dirt-covered door. Though the old watch on his wrist ticks away, Elliott, 68, remains patient,
waiting for his 11 Mexican migrant workers to return with the day’s purchases. He has 12
contracted to work on his farm, but one stayed home to tend to the corn.
Soon they appear, carrying bags of baby clothes and bundles of coats. The clothes will
be sent home to families left behind, but the coats will be worn in upcoming months. Kentucky
is much colder than Mexico. Eight of the men pile into the van. The remaining three ride with
Elliott’s wife, Mary Sue, who drives a family van. Then the Elliott caravan continues down
Frederica Street, Owensboro’s main drag, stopping at most of the stores along the way.
“We’ve got to give up a lot,” Joe says. “But it’s fine. They treat us right.”
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At K-Mart, Joe and Mary Sue run into an old friend.
“What are you doing here?”
“Here with our workers.”
“How many you got?”
“Twelve.”
“Can you take one more?”
“Well at least you speak English.”
None of Joe’s workers speak English. Between the two of them, Joe and Mary Sue only
know five Spanish words: hola, adiós, vámonos, arriba, and loco. They cannot pronounce many
of their workers’ names; instead they give them English names or nicknames. Jesús becomes
Jesse and Alejandro becomes Alex. One is simply known as the “Wild One.”
Once the group reaches Target, Joe, a diabetic, must stop for a sugar break. As he enters
the store with 11 Mexican men, people’s eyes turn.
“Sometimes we get the damndest looks and some of the damndest comments,” he said.
But Joe shrugs it off.
He sits down at the café and drinks a soda. Dressed in a worn-out plaid shirt and dusty,
navy blue pants, Joe looks like a farmer. His hat, embroidered with a red tractor, covers his
unkempt, white hair. The crescent moons of his nails are dark with dirt. His face is red and
weather-beaten. He stands out in the busy consumer crowd too.
Next stop: Best Buy, located next door. Some of his men want to buy a laptop. The
looks the group received at Target do not compare to the watchful eyes of the sales associates
here.
Aaron Ramos of Santiago Nazarene, Mexico, has been here since March. He left behind
a family and a failing cab service. As a temporary worker for Joe, he is making enough money
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to buy things to take home to his family. Like the others, Ramos’ work visa lasts until
December. Today he will buy another laptop for his sister, a teacher. This is the second one he
has bought for her to donate to her school.
Jesús Martinez wants to buy a laptop for his cousin, an architecture student in Mexico.
He has been eyeing the computer for weeks, waiting until earned enough money. But with a 14year-old daughter at home, Martinez watches his spending. He knows the girl’s quinciñera, her
15th birthday, will cost him.
After a few more stops, the group finally ends for lunch at Ryan’s—Joe’s treat. He
always buys them a meal after the 90 acres of tobacco has been cut. On Monday they will
continue the process and begin to pack the tobacco into bails. By December, the twelve men
will pack 500 bales, weighing 550 pounds each.
Although these men are the reason Joe’s 2,000-acre farm is a success, it seems as
though they mean more.
“We’re really a family,” Elliott said. “We treat them like family. They treat us like
family.”
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EL AMOR DE DOS MADRES
The smell of authentic Mexican soup bubbles from a pot on the stove. After tending to it
all day, Justina spoons a generous amount into a blue container. She then begins to assemble a
picnic of sorts: the soup, four disposable bowls, a stack of napkins, four silver spoons and four
bottles of Gatorade. Once the picnic is packed into a Wal-Mart bag, Justina gathers three Easter
baskets full of sugary goodies and loads it into her red pickup truck.
Justina, 29, cautiously winds her way through the streets of Bowling Green’s “Little
Mexico,” an area of town with a large Latino population. She is an illegal immigrant and cannot
afford a traffic stop. Soon Justina finds herself behind a large yellow school bus. Smiling Latino
children jump off the bus and run to the arms of nearby parents. But Justina has not seen or held
her children, Reyna, Alex and Daisy, for two weeks.
“The truth is, I don’t know where they are,” Justina said. “The family that has them
brings them to a park or an office, and I can see them for an hour and a half two times a month.”
Justina is just one of many mothers in the state of Kentucky fighting to regain custody of
her children. According to the Cabinet for Health and Family Services, known as CHFS, the
state agency responsible for the protection of abused, neglected or dependent children, 7,166
children are in foster care in Kentucky. Of these, 343 children, or 4.7 percent, are Hispanic.
Hispanics in Kentucky represent only 1.5 percent of the total population.
According to the National Foster Care Coalition, minorities make up a disproportionate
amount of children in foster care in the United States. Hispanics make up 18 percent of children
in foster care but only account for 17 percent of the general population. This compares to white
children who represent 41 percent of those in foster care and 61 percent of the general
population. The NFCC said these children are likely to stay in foster care longer and less likely
to be reunified with parents.
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Although CHFS’s stated goal is to reunify families, immigration status and the inability
to speak English make this process more difficult for illegal immigrants like Justina. Justina was
about to get another lesson in just how difficult it could be.
On the day of her scheduled visit with her children, Justina arrived at Roland Bland
Park. She gathered the gifts and the food from the back of the truck and arranged it around a
table. As she sets four places, a van parked nearby. Three children bounced around the backseat,
waiting to see their mother. But the van doors never opened.
Nearly 10 minutes later, social worker Mark Smith arrived. He sent an interpreter to
order Justina to go to the social services office. Smith then yelled at a reporter and photographer
who accompanied Justina to the park that day. Justina had invited the two journalists, who were
documenting her struggles as an immigrant. Smith later said that due to confidentiality rules, the
journalists could not be present for the children’s visits with their mother.
Justina didn’t get to play with her children in the park that day. She visited them behind
a locked door at the office and went home sad. It was just one more frustrating day in Justina’s
battle to get her children back.
Justina said police officers and social workers still have not adequately explained to her
why her children were removed from her home or how to get them back.
She came to the United States nearly a decade ago to escape an abusive father and worse
poverty than she knows now. Since then, she has struggled to find a job. She worked in a
grocery store until she was fired because of her illegal status. The only steady work she can find
is in tobacco fields, but this only provides work through summers. Sharing the rent for a small
apartment with friends helped save money.
When she met her boyfriend, the father of two of her children, she relied heavily on him,
both financially and emotionally. When he left her, she turned to alcohol.
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“I don’t know why I started drinking,” said Justina, who, like all illegal immigrants in
this story, is referenced by her first name only. “I was suffering and my friends said it would
help the pain.”
Justina did not know this would eventually lead to more heartbreak.
Sign these papers
On February 12, 2007, the Bowling Green Police responded to a call from Justina’s
neighbor claiming she was hitting her oldest child, Reyna, with a belt. Reports later state that
alcohol played a significant role in this incident.
According to Justina, two police officers and two social workers arrived and
immediately began asking questions. Justina said no interpreter was present. According to the
police report, a friend was used to interpret.
“Are you the mother of these children?”
“Sí.”
“Did you hit her?”
“Sí.”
Justina, who speaks only Spanish, now says she didn’t understand what happened.
Police made her sign papers in English that she couldn’t comprehend. “They didn’t tell me
anything else except, ‘Sign these papers,’” Justina said. “I signed and they took my three
children, and they took me to jail.”
Bowling Green Police Department policy gives responding officers the choice of
whether or not to request an interpreter, International Communities Liaison Officer Monica
Woods said. Officers have the option to call a language line to assist with interpretation, but
translation services have not been extended to documents, she said.
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Social workers from CHFS documented substantial bruising to Reyna’s face, eye and
forehead. According to an emergency custody order filed the same day, “When questioned,
Reyna stated that ‘Mommy did it.’” The report further states that Justina admitted to the abuse.
She was arrested and the children were placed into foster care.
Justina’s arrest alerted authorities to her illegal immigration status. Officer Barry Pruitt,
public information officer for the Police Department, said the jail is required to report all
inmates without a Social Security number to Immigration and Customs Enforcement, or ICE,
the federal immigration agency. Justina, being an illegal immigrant, has no Social Security
number.
Justina spent nine days in the Warren County Jail before ICE moved her to the McHenry
County Jail outside of Chicago to await deportation proceedings. During her five months in
custody there, she was not allowed to see or communicate with her children. Officials asked her
to sign a deportation order, written in English, stating she understood she was illegal and wished
to be deported. Justina complied, not understanding what the order said.
On March 9, 2007, federal officials ordered that Justina be deported from the country
and returned to Mexico.
It was not until a representative of the National Immigrant Justice Center of Chicago
visited the McHenry County Jail that Justina learned she had signed a deportation order. The
legal center then helped Justina submit an affidavit stating she didn’t know what she had signed
and asking that her case be re-opened in order to fight for custody of her three children. She was
released from the McHenry County Jail five months later.
Nancy Oliver Roberts, a Bowling Green lawyer who now represents Justina, said her
client should have been allowed to speak to and visit with her children.
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“These children were born in the United States, and every American child has rights,”
Roberts said. “One of those is a right to your parents.”
Justina was also deprived of her right of due process, Roberts said.
“Knowing what you are charged with and knowing how to go through the process to
change it” is a minimum, she said. “There have been times that my client has not known what to
do to rectify her situation.”

Termination
After Justina returned to Bowling Green in August 2007, CHFS gave her a strict set of
“reunification goals” in order to regain custody of her children. The goals are set by a social
worker and approved by a judge.
Justina was required to get counseling for mental health, domestic violence, substance
abuse or alcohol abuse, and anger issues. She was also required to take classes for English as a
second language and told to secure independent housing.
Social workers enrolled Justina into all of her required counseling classes. She began
taking classes for English as a second language at the Bowling Green International Center.
By early October, Justina had completed half of her reunification goals. Social worker
Mark Smith said in an Oct. 9, 2007, report that Justina was making great progress and he felt
“there shouldn’t be any reason why the family cannot and should not be reunified” upon
completion of domestic violence counseling and securing an independent home. At the time,
she was attending weekly two-hour visitations in which she and the children played games and
bonded.
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When Smith filed his next report on March 6, 2008, Justina had completed all classes
requested by the court and was using techniques she learned in her parenting class. The report
also stated Justina had not used drugs or alcohol to the knowledge of the social worker.
For the entire year Justina was separated from her children, CHFS’s plan for the children
was always “return to parent.”
But on July 7, 2008, the plan changed to adoption after a surprise visit by social worker
Smith to Justina’s home.
In his report, Smith said Justina had not yet found a permanent residence and was living
with a friend. When he visited the house he found the door to be unlocked, broken glass on the
floor, beer cans scattered about the house, dirty dishes in the sink and the trash not taken out.
On Sept. 19, 2008, CHFS filed a motion to terminate Justina’s parental rights. Justina’s three
children had been in foster care 19 months.
According to Jim Grace, assistant director of the Protection and Permanency division of
CHFS, when a child has been in foster care 15 of the past 22 months, the court must review the
goal of reunification with parents and consider recommending that the court terminate parental
rights. But Justina did not know this until she hired Roberts, her attorney.
Judge Margaret Huddleston, a Warren County Family Court judge, cannot answer any
questions about cases that might come before her bench. She can speak only to the court’s
function and responsibility. Huddleston said she does not believe parental termination cases are
“heavy-handed” on Hispanics. But she does believe there is a growing trend of Hispanic
mothers appearing in child-abuse cases due to domestic violence perpetrated against the mother.
In a four-year span, Justina called the Bowling Green Police Department to report three
different abuse incidents perpetrated by three different boyfriends. Justina blames the abuse and
a self-admitted problem with alcohol for her custody battle.
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“Sometimes that pattern is initially hard to break,” Roberts said of Justina’s multiple
experiences with domestic violence. “But I think she has.”
Justina’s three children have been placed with an English-speaking foster family. Judge
Huddleston said there are few foster parents in the area who speak languages other than English.
As a result, native languages are rarely reinforced.
Roberts said Justina’s children have lost almost all of their Spanish culture and language
and have had a difficult time adjusting.
“In an effort to make them safe, we have traumatized them too,” Roberts said.

Should I hit him?
Not far from Justina’s house in Little Mexico, another mother is also struggling to win
her child back from the state’s custody.
Her name is Margarita, and she is also an illegal immigrant from Mexico who cannot
speak English. But unlike Justina, Margarita, 48, has no idea how to get her child back. There is
no reunification plan, no goal to work toward. Her daughter, Balvina, was taken away because
the child was raped.
The crime that broke up Margarita’s family happened last April.
Margarita had taken roommates into her three-bedroom home in order to help pay the
rent, as many immigrants do. Work had been hard to come by.
One of the roommates was a man named Rene. He was from the same small Mexican
village as Margarita, and their families had known each other for decades.
In the darkness one night, Jesus, Margarita’s oldest son, saw a shadow move in his
room. Jesus immediately turned on the light and discovered that Rene was in his sister’s bed.
Both were naked.
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“Balvina kept looking at me,” Jesus, now 15, said. “She was looking at me in a weird
way. I was wondering, ‘What should I do? Should I hit him?’ I had things in my room that I
could hit him with.”
Instead, Jesus ran to his mother’s room, giving Rene the opportunity to escape. Jesus
then dialed 911.
According to the report of the first officer to the scene, Balvina was “lying in bed,
motionless. Her pants and underwear were lying next to her in the bed.”
Balvina was transported by ambulance to The Medical Center, where nurses checked for
signs of rape. Tests indicated Balvina, then 21 years old, was several weeks pregnant. Officers
assumed other sexual assaults had taken place previously.
Thirty-three hours after Jesus dialed 911, the police located Rene and arrested him. He
later pleaded guilty to two counts of third degree rape. A judge ordered him to serve five years
in prison, and he must stay on the Kentucky Sex Offender Registry for 20 years.
Why had Balvina not reported the assaults earlier? Why had she not told her mother?
Balvina is mute. Around the age of 11 or 12, she learned simple words in Spanish:
madre, agua. But later in life her communications skills regressed, leaving her with gestures.
Margarita said she was born with developmental problems.
According to a psychological examination performed two years earlier, Balvina had
never been in school. She functioned poorly in all areas, including communication and social
skills. She was determined to have the mental capacity of a 5-year-old.
After Balvina’s assault, CHFS began an investigation. The Warren County Family Court
held an emergency hearing and determined that Balvina qualified as disabled. Social workers
for Protection and Permanency also discovered that this was not the first assault.
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Indefinite decision
Margarita had come to the United States in 1999 to pursue a better life for her family
after her husband was stabbed to death on the way home from work. She settled in Gastonia,
N.C., and got a job at a factory making plastic chairs. There she met a man named Juan, another
immigrant from the same Mexican town. The two became friends and soon fell in love and had
a child. Margarita sent for Jesus and Balvina, her other young children who were still living in
Mexico.
But one night after work, Margarita said she came home to the police. Jesus had called
911 after finding Juan in bed with his sister, Balvina. Margarita could not believe someone she
trusted would hurt her daughter. Juan was never caught, and Margarita later moved her family
to Bowling Green, hoping he would never find them.
Although the family has never seen Juan again, what happened to Balvina keeps
haunting them.
“I never thought this would happen in this country,” Margarita said. She left Mexico to
provide a better life for her children.
State officials determined that Balvina could not stay at home. Social worker Shawndi
Isable said in a court record, “At her mother’s admissions, this is not the first time or the first
perpetrator. Remaining in the mother’s care places [Balvina] at imminent risk of additional
harm.”
CHFS’s guardianship services took Balvina away and placed her with an adult guardian.
She is allowed to see her family every two weeks.
“I cry a lot,” Margarita said. “I miss her. I think about her a lot. How is she? What
condition is she in?”
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CHFS officials denied requests to see or communicate with Balvina for this story. Karen
Rector, a social worker familiar with Balvina’s case, said Balvina was removed from the home
because of her mother’s neglect. Rector said this was an indefinite decision since the court had
determined that Balvina was mentally disabled. The only way Balvina could return home is if
the court determined she could make her own decisions, which Rector doubts will happen.
“Our goal is to protect, not necessarily to reunite,” Rector said.
Grace, the CHFS official, said once an individual turns 18, the age of legal majority in
Kentucky, a parent no longer has custody of the child.
Margarita did not know, until interviewed for this story, that there is nothing she can do
to get her child back.
A baby girl
Martha Deputy, founder of the Bowling Green International Center, has worked with
immigrants and refugee resettlement for 27 years. Even though she is now retired, she still
assists families informally.
When a friend told her about Margarita’s situation, she began researching ways for
Margarita to regain custody of Balvina. Deputy doesn’t believe that Margarita could have
prevented the assaults.
“In both cases it was someone that Margarita knew,” Deputy said, “and Margarita was
sound asleep. I don’t see that she’s at fault at all. And yet her daughter was taken away from
her. We’re at a stop gap as how to get this family reunited.”
It has been over one year since Balvina was attacked and separated from her family.
Since then she has had her baby, a girl. But Margarita has never met her granddaughter.
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Deputy has tried to find a lawyer to take the case but has had no luck. When she tries to
contact social services herself, she said confidentiality rules prevent her from gaining access to
any information.
“Confidentiality is good to a point, but if I call and ask ‘How is the baby?’ or ‘When can
Margarita see the baby?’ and I can’t get anybody to talk to me— it just seems like it is taken to
an extreme,” Deputy said. “We don’t even know where the baby is. Is the baby adopted? Why
does this grandmother not have the right to see her grandchild?”
Deputy believes interactions and communications between Margarita and the foster
parents have been misunderstood due to the language barrier. She has tried to contact CHFS and
ask that an interpreter be provided to Margarita during her visits with her daughter and the
foster parents, but her request was denied.
“I know social services wants to protect every child,” she said. “But this is a family torn
apart. It is costing our system a lot of money.”
According to Grace, assistant director of the Protection and Permanency division of
CHFS, a child in foster care costs taxpayers an average of $73.63 per day. With the average stay
in foster care lasting 21 months, the state can potentially pay nearly $60,000 to care for each
child. Grace said Kentucky spends $189 million annually on children in foster care.
Margarita wants to return to Mexico but said she will not leave without her daughter.
She worries about Balvina losing her culture and the very few communication skills she does
have.
“It is very difficult to communicate with her,” Margarita said. “What if the people taking
care of her don’t understand her?”
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She also worries about her son, Jesus, who has changed since his sister was taken away.
He was removed from Bowling Green High School and placed into 11th Street Alternative High
School for bad behavior.
Jesus admits he’s not really trying, which he attributes to his family being pulled apart.
“You know how the shooting stars go by in the sky … and they said you had a wish?
My wish would be for my family to be happy,” Jesus said. “That’s like the only wish I would
ever have in life.”
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Justina’s Timeline
November 28, 1979 Justina was born in Mexico.
December 1999 Justina came to the United States.
November 1, 2002 Justina gave birth to her first child, Reyna.
March 3, 2003 The Bowling Green Police Department responded to a 911 call from Justina after
her boyfriend, Felipe, allegedly assaulted her physically.
March 28, 2004 The Bowling Green Police Department responds to an assault call to The
Medical Center. Her boyfriend, Alejandro, allegedly assaulted Justina. Pictures were
documented.
September 1, 2004 Justina gave birth to her second child, Alex.
November 2, 2005 Justina gave birth to her third child, Daisy.
February 12, 2007 Justina arrested for child abuse and detained in the Warren County Jail. She
admitted hitting her oldest child, Reyna, with a belt across the face and back. This same
day all three children were placed in protective custody with the Kentucky Cabinet for
Health and Family Services (CHFS) after Judge Margaret Huddleston motioned for an
emergency removal.
February 13, 2007 Judge Huddleston appoints Attorney Thomas Blaha as children’s attorney.
Attorney Leia Allen Knee was appointed attorney for Justina.
February 21, 2007 Justina was transferred to McHenry County (Ill.) Jail after Immigration and
Custom Enforcement (ICE) began deportation proceedings.
March 9, 2007 Justina was officially ordered to be removed from the country and returned to
Mexico by order of the U.S. Department of Justice, in concurrence with Immigration and
Customs Enforcement of the Department of Homeland Security.
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March 28, 2007 Justina, with the help of the National Immigrant Justice Center of Chicago,
signed an affidavit stating she did not understand that she agreed to a deportation order
and asked that her case be re-opened in order to fight for custody of her three children.
She was released from the McHenry County Jail five months later. She returned to
Bowling Green and began trying to get her children back.
July 16, 2007 Judge Huddleston finds that “reasonable efforts were made” to prevent the
children’s removal from the home and that “there are not less restrictive alternatives to
removal” of the children in that the mother needs to obtain stable housing and submit to
drug and parenting classes.”
September 16, 2007 Justina calls police and reports alleged physical abuse perpetrated by her
boyfriend Ezequiel.
October 8, 2007 CHFS reported in a periodic review of the three children that they were
medically and educationally cared for in their foster homes. The report states the children
were confused about having two mothers–biological and foster. The report also states that
Justina must have assessments for mental health, domestic violence, substance abuse or
alcohol abuse and anger issues and follow all recommendations. She was also referred to
English as a second language classes and told to secure independent housing.
October 9, 2007 Social Worker Mark Smith takes Justina’s case. He reports the children are
thriving in the care of their foster parents and that Justina attends weekly two-hour
visitations. Smith states Justina is making great progress and “feels that there shouldn’t be
any reason why the family cannot and should not be reunified” upon completion of
domestic violence counseling and securing an independent home.
November 5, 2007 Justina filed and order of protection against Ezequiel Arcos. This order was
later dropped.
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January 7, 2008 Justina appeared in immigration court in Louisville and received a continuance
in order to fight for custody of her children.
February 18, 2008 Permanency hearing held and plan determined as “return to parent” for all
three children.
March 6, 2008 Second periodic review filed by CHFS. Evaluation states Justina has moved
three times since last review. She has completed all classes requested by the court and was
implementing parenting techniques as learned in required class. The report states Justina
had not used drugs or alcohol to the knowledge of the social worker. Review also states all
three children have become attached to their foster parents.
May 29, 2008 CHFS social worker Mark Smith completed a surprise home visit at Justina’s
residence, a home she shares with a friend. Smith found the door to be unlocked, broken
glass on the floor, beer cans scattered about the house, dirty dishes in the sink and the
trash not taken out. This report also states alcohol “played a major role in her physically
abusing Reyna and her children being placed in state foster care.”
July 7, 2008 Permanency plan goal changed to adoption. According to CHFS, if children have
been in foster care more than 15 of the last 22 months, they must consider recommending
that the court terminate parental rights.
August 19, 2008 Attorney Thomas Blaha appointed children’s guardian ad litem.
September 19, 2008 CHFS files a motion to terminate Justina’s parental rights.
October 14, 2008 Attorney Thomas Blaha, guardian ad litem for the children states he believe
Justina consistently “fell short” of all goals of reunification set by Judge Huddleston, even
though Justina has completed most of the required goals.
November 11, 2008 Attorney Nancy Oliver Roberts formally takes over Justina’s case.
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January 27, 2009 Nancy Oliver Roberts requests that Justina’s visitations be increased. The
motion is denied.
February 2, 2009 Permanency plan goal remains adoption.
February 16, 2009 Permanency trial date is set for June 4 and 5.
Justina is still fighting for custody of her children. She is still without work, but is living in a
three-bedroom home with her fiancé. She regularly attends English classes and her
language skills have improved. She hopes to regain custody of her children in June and
will then appear in immigration court. Whether she is allowed to remain in the United
States or forced to return to Mexico, Justina wants her children back.
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Margarita’s Timeline
1961 Born in Santa Catarina, Juquila, Oaxaca, Mexico
1978 Margarita gave birth to her first child, Leticia
1980 Margarita had her second child, Patricia.
1982 Her third child, Maritza was born.
1984 Her first son, Victor was born.
1986 Margarita gave birth to Balvina, later found to be mute and mentally disabled.
1994 Margarita gave birth to her second son, Jesus.
1999 Margarita came to the United States after her husband, Sergio, was stabbed on his way
home from work. He died instantly. Eight months after her arrival in Gastonia, N.C.,
Margarita sent for her two sons, Victor, then 15 years old, and Jesus, then 5 years old.
2002 Margarita gave birth to her seventh child, a daughter, named Betzabe’e or Betsy for short.
(The apostrophe was a mistake on the birth certificate but Margarita has never had it
changed.) Besty’s father, Juan, is later accused of assaulting Balvina.
2003 Margarita paid a coyote to bring her youngest daughter in Mexico, Balvina, to the United
States.
2004 Jesus called the Gastonia Police Department after seeing his mother’s boyfriend, Juan,
molesting Balvina, then 17 years old. Juan escaped and was never caught. The family
then moved to Springfield, Tenn. Victor, her oldest son, returned to Mexico.
2006 Robertson County (Tenn.) Schools administered a psycho-educational evaluation of
Balvina. Report states Balvina “used to speak a few simple words (such as mother, water
in Spanish) up until around the age of 11 or 12.” Since then, her language skills have
regressed. Balvina can only use gestures to express herself.
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2007 Margarita and her three children moved to Bowling Green, Ky., where they currently
reside. The house they rent is shared by two other roommates: Leticia and Rene.
4:00 a.m. April 21, 2008 Balvina, then 21 years old, was sexually assaulted by Rene. Jesus
discovered the roommate assaulting his older sister and called the police. Rene escaped.
9:41 a.m. April 21, 2008 Balvina was discharged from The Medical Center. A test discovered
that she was pregnant.
12:59 p.m. April 22, 2008 Rene was found and arrested by the Bowling Green Police
Department. He had been hiding at a friend’s house.
April 24, 2008 An emergency court hearing determined that Balvina was disabled. According to
a court document, Balvina “was sexually assaulted. At her mother’s admission, this is not
the first time or the first perpetrator. Remaining in the mother’s care places [Balvina] at
imminent risk of additional harm. [Balvina] is also pregnant and needs appropriate
medical care. She functions at a 5-year-old level.”
May 8, 2008 Balvina was appointed a guardian ad litem and was placed into adult guardianship
services under the Kentucky Cabinet for Health and Family Services.
July 21, 2008 Rene pleaded guilty to two counts of third degree rape. Judge John R. Grise ruled
each count to be served for five years, running concurrently, for a total sentence of five
years. He was not granted probation and was required to stay on the Kentucky Sex
Offender Registry for 20 years.
As of April 2009, Balvina is still living with her adult guardian. Her mother and two siblings
still reside in Bowling Green, hoping to bring her home.
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RESIDENTS UNINFORMED OF DIVERSITY
What do Bowling Green residents think of the city’s immigrant population?
An informal survey of 20 residents on an evening in May 2009 found that most
respondents were aware of the city’s diverse population, but they were uninformed about how
many immigrants were here or where they came from.
Every person interviewed said the city had a significant number of international
residents. But when asked what percentage of the population immigrants represented, none gave
an accurate number. Most guessed immigrants made up 20 to 50 percent of the Bowling Green
population. One person guessed 10 percent. In actuality, 8 percent of Bowling Green’s
population is foreign-born, according to 2005-2007 U.S. Census data.
When asked what country they thought immigrants came from, residents almost always
said a Hispanic country. Of the 40 countries mentioned, 24 were Latin or South American
countries. The most prevalent answer was Mexico with 14 responses. This correlates with the
4.4 percent Hispanic population of Bowling Green. The U.S. Census says the largest portion of
the Bowling Green Hispanic population is from Mexico, accounting for 2.9 percent. The Census
denotes the second largest source as “other” Hispanic or Latino countries.
All 20 people who were interviewed, including four immigrants, said immigrants need
to learn English.
Bowling Green Mayor Elaine Walker agrees.
“I believe it is important for all immigrants to learn the native language of their adopted
country,” Walker said. “That said, I am the granddaughter of Polish immigrants who came to
the United States as teenagers. They moved into a town with a large Polish population and
three of the four spoke broken English until their death.”
Walker said immigration and diversity are beneficial to the community.
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“It provides a wide variety of perspectives, experiences and cultures,” Walker said. “It
also carries with it challenges, such as integrating the immigrants into our population.”
“With our immigrant population, I believe the good far outweighs the bad.”
Don and Nancy Young, Bowling Green residents since the late 1940s, say international
perspective is important. Providing a bed, breakfast and transportation, the Youngs housed a
woman from Liberia in 1982 and a woman from Cambodia in 1997.
“[We’ve] been blessed,” Nancy Young said. “Maybe that’s why we do this.”
Nancy said the women she took in and all immigrants she has met through her years in
Bowling Green have been the most appreciative people. She said they are thankful for what they
have and what they are given.
“You learn a lot from mixing with them,” Young said. “A lot about the world and
different kinds of people.”
But the Youngs said they have seen a drastic change in Bowling Green’s immigrant
population.
“I think it’s time for me to die, it’s changed so much,” Nancy said jokingly. She and her
husband said it is difficult to keep up with Bowling Green’s rapid growth.
From 1985 to 1989, 185 immigrants entered Bowling Green. This grew to 616
immigrants in the early 1990s, and by 2000 the foreign-born population grew to 2,178. The
most recent Census data, estimates from 2005-2007, indicate the number of foreign-born
residents is 4,420 or 8.3 percent of the population. With this influx came many immigrantowned businesses and restaurants which have contributed to “a more urban feel and high quality
of life,” Walker said.
Some Bowling Green residents disagree. In a letter to the editor to the Bowling Green
Daily News in April 2006, one man asked members of his community why they were not mad
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about the influx of illegal immigrants to the United States. He was outraged that Americans
protested for the rights of illegal immigrants.
“It is a sad day when an illegal immigrant has more power over our nation than does its
citizens,” he wrote. “It is time to close the door and weed the garden.”
The Daily News has reported several instances of hate crimes against immigrants. These
include graffiti, a cross burning in the yard of a Hispanic family and cards left in driveways and
near mailboxes by the Ku Klux Klan.
Other citizens take advantage of immigrants, said International Communities Liaison
Officer Monica Woods of the Bowling Green Police Department. She said immigrants are often
the targets of crimes, some violent.
“The "bad guys" become aware that immigrants often won't report crime that happens to
them, so they become vulnerable to criminals,” Woods said. “Our efforts are daily to educate
our immigrant residents, regardless of their immigration status, that they have a right to feel safe
in their community.”
Angela Jones is an English professor at WKU and also serves as the secretary for the
board of directors of the International Festival. The festival, which features dozens of booths
representing many countries, is a one-day celebration in Bowling Green’s Circus Square Park.
She said the festival celebrates the different nationalities of Bowling Green and increases
awareness and acceptance of diversity.
Jones moved to Bowling Green from Kansas three years ago.
“I was happily surprised…to find such cultural diversity--even on my short street in my
cookie-cutter subdivision, I have neighbors who are Bosnian, Chinese, and Vietnamese!”
“I think it's something like 30 different native languages that are spoken in the Bowling
Green public schools,” Jones said. “Bowling Green is a progressive community.”
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LOCAL HISPANIC CRIME RATE LOWER THAN U.S. AVERAGE
On a dreary day in March, Leticia, 30, received a tattered letter in the mail. She
recognized the handwriting on the envelope as her brother’s and she breathed a sigh of relief.
She broke the seal and slid out a thin piece of crinkled notebook paper and read 17 scribbled
lines of Spanish. Though none of the faint graphite words were adios, they added up to
goodbye.
“I’m all alone now,” Leticia said.
A single mother from a poor Guatemalan town, Leticia decided to come to the United
States. She joined her older brother, Josue in Bowling Green, Ky.. He had left Guatemala nearly
eight years earlier. Both are illegal immigrants. She, her brother and another family share the
rent of a small, three-bedroom home in Bowling Green’s “Little Mexico,” an area
predominantly inhabited by Latinos. Leticia makes money by picking tobacco during season
and Josue works in roofing. The two make modest wages, but send almost $200 home each
week to children they left with their mother. Leticia said what little they make in the United
States is more than they would make in Guatemala.
Just days before Leticia received the letter, Josue was arrested by the Bowling Green
Police Department. According to the Warren County Jail, Josue was taken into custody for
public intoxication and resisting arrest on March 19.
Two days later he was released to the custody of Immigration and Customs Enforcement
and immediately taken to Louisville, Ky., where he is awaiting an immigration court date in
Chicago.
Officer Barry Pruitt, public information officer for the BGPD, said the jail is required to
report all inmates without a Social Security number to ICE. Josue, being an illegal immigrant,
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has no Social Security number. However, this was Josue’s third arrest for public intoxication in
four months. It was not until his latest arrest in March that ICE stepped in.
When asked about Josue’s case, Jailer Jackie Strode could not explain why ICE did not
pursue Josue upon his first arrest.
“To my knowledge, they respond to all of our calls,” Strode said.
ICE was unavailable for comment.
Josue is one immigrant in a growing national trend of Hispanic crime. A 2009 Pew
Hispanic Center study found Latinos accounted for 40 percent of all sentenced federal
offenders, more than triple their population share of 13 percent. A previous study in 1991 stated
these offenses were drug-related but the current study identifies immigration as the main
offense.
After his court date in Chicago, Josue will add to this statistic.
Pruitt claims Bowling Green does not fit this national trend. In a report from BGPD
quantifying arrests by race and gender, Hispanics made up 0.8 of a percent of the 16,511 arrests
recorded in the last 12 months.
“The ones we need to worry about are white males,” Pruitt said.
With nearly 8,000 arrests, white males made up 48 percent of arrests according to the
report. The population of whites in Bowling Green is 78.5 percent according to 2005-2007 U.S.
Census data. This compares with a 4.4 percent Hispanic population.
“To be honest,” Pruitt said, “I’ve got bigger fish to fry.”
Pruitt attributes Bowling Green’s low Latino crime rate to the lack of gang activity in
the community. He believes larger cities, which have significantly higher gang-related crimes,
are the largest contributing factor to the national trend.
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“They are coming up here and they are working hard. They’re honest people. They are
just wanting to make a better life for their family,” Pruitt said of the Latino immigrants in
Bowling Green,
Monica Woods, International Communities Liaison Officer, is proud of the Bowling
Green international community for breaking this trend. Woods said it positively on their
population.
Woods, who also serves on the board of the Bowling Green International Center, works
to build relationships between the Police Department and the international community.
“Anytime you have other cultures it only enriches our community,” Woods said. “It
provides a global outlook and shows there is more to the world than just you.”
Woods said this idea is what she tries to help others see. Her job requires researching
different cultures and passing this information and training on to other officers.
“When we are in uniform we’re the most visible form of government,” Woods said.
“Police officers represent government in a visual sense.”
Woods and James Robinson, director of the International Center, say the uniform rarely
represents safety to immigrants.
“They’ve never seen anyone in a uniform that has respected them or not hurt them,”
Robinson said.
For this reason, officers are not the only ones who require training.
Robinson and the International Center work to arrange as many friendly encounters with
police officers as possible for the immigrants they serve. The International Center offers a
program called Preferred Communities where they provide cross-cultural training. They also
host meet and greets where they invite immigrants and uniformed police officers to social
gatherings. According to Robinson, this helps immigrants become comfortable with authority.
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“They even bring the police car,” Robinson said.
With the International Center’s expected doubling this year of immigrant resettlement
and a 29-percent national increase of Hispanics in the last seven years according to Pew
Hispanic studies, the BGPD is trying to keep up.
“I’m very pleased our department is adamant to provide equal service, regardless of
nationality,” Woods said.
She hopes programs like Preferred Communities will eventually lower crime. Woods
said a higher trust among immigrants for the police will increase the likelihood of reporting
crime. Woods said more reporting will eventually lead to a lower crime rate.
But services like those offered through the International Center and Police Department
collaboration are not offered to illegal immigrants.
Although Josue has been in the United States for almost 10 years, he does not speak
English. According to the report of the arresting officer, Josue was addressed in both Spanish
and English but continued to resist arrest.
Leticia did not know how to help her brother until two days ago when another tattered
envelope arrived in the mail. She opened the parcel to find a folded piece of yellow legal paper
with the same handwriting, but this time instead of goodbye, her brother asked for help. He
gave Leticia his alien identification number, assigned by ICE and asked her to contact the
Guatemalan consulate to obtain his passport. He also asked that his sister buy minutes for his
cell phone so that could make calls during his allotted time. Josue made one final plea to call
their mother and his children.
“Tell them I am OK and may God bless them always,” he wrote.
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APPENDIX A: PHOTOS

When Justina could not find work in local factories or
businesses, she began working in tobacco fields. She is
the only female working in the fields, something she
says she doesn’t mind.

Photo: Elio Pajares

Photo: Elio Pajares

Photo: Elio Pajares
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Justina’s three children were taken from her over two years ago. She still keeps photos of them around her small threebedroom home, but says they look a lot different now. She is most saddened that they have lost their Spanish language
skills and Mexican culture.
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Margarita lost her daughter, Balvina, to CHFS
over a year ago. She is determined to get her
daughter back but does not know how. According
to Balvina’s case worker, there is no way for the
mother and daughter to be reunited.

Photo: Elio Pajares
Jesus admits that he has lost interest in school and grades since his sister, Balvina, was taken by Kentucky’s adult
guardianship services. His mother, Margarita, worries about his future and well-being.
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Leticia came to the United States from Guatemala to live with her brother. Four months ago her brother was arrested
and transported to Immigration and Customs Enforcement who began deportation proceedings. Despite being alone
in this country, Leticia is learning English and is determined to remain here to earn money for her family who is still
in Guatemala.
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APPENDIX B: DOCUMENTS
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